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One of the major efforts of researchers 
in recent years has been to determine 
the economic value of natural 
resources in an effort to persuade 
policymakers that these resources 
are important in decisions about 
development. But many species in 
particular environments are being 
lost so quickly that their value may 
be undervalued, according to a 
new report. And Clive Hambler and 
colleagues at the University of Oxford 
estimate that one species in the UK is 
being lost every two weeks.
Policymakers meeting in Nagoya 
this month for the UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity hope to map out 
the future for biological conservation. 
They are being told of the economic 
benefits of such measures. One 
report being presented is from Pavan 
Sukhdev, a former banker, who places 
a price tag on the worldwide network of 
environment assets.
A growing number of experts warn 
that the battle to stall the loss of 
biodiversity is two decades behind 
the climate change agenda. The UN 
and the World Bank and ministers 
from almost all countries argue that 
the loss of native species will affect 
local ecosystems. The hope is that 
the UN meeting in Nagoya will shift 
the emphasis from preserving species 
simply on the basis of conservation 
issues to one of a hard-headed 
assessment of the impact on global 
economic security.
News focus 
The failure to meet targets for 
species conservation set 20 years ago 
has been particularly acute in Europe, 
which has such wealth and expertise 
to hand. 
The UK government is now 
championing a new system to identify 
the financial value of natural resources 
and the potential hit to national 
economies if they are lost.
The Economics of Ecosystems 
and Biodiversity (Teeb) project 
has begun to calculate the global 
economic costs of biodiversity loss 
and will be flagged up at Nagoya. 
The research by Sukhdev will be 
prominent at the meeting, placing 
a price on the worldwide network 
of environmental assets that has 
triggered an international race to halt 
the destruction of rainforests, wetlands 
and coral reefs.
The current meeting in Nagoya of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity will be 
crucial for future conservation policies. Nigel Williams reports.
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Costly: Loss of rainforest and the biological diversity it contains has economic impact according to new studies. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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Ministers from almost every 
government now argue that no country 
will be unaffected by the alarming rate 
at which species are disappearing.
The study by Hambler finds: “The 
losses reported by Natural England are 
under 0.5 per cent per century, from 
England’s 55,000 species. Our research 
suggests that actual losses could be 
over ten times that number,” he says.
The Nagoya meeting will shift from 
just ecological concerns to the  
hard-headed assessment of the impact 
on species loss to global economic 
security. The UK government is one of 
several championing a new system to 
identify the financial value of natural 
resources.
The Teeb project reveals that the loss 
of biodiversity through deforestation 
alone is estimated to cost the global 
economy $4.5 trillion each year — and 
this is considered to be just a fraction 
of the total damage wrought by  
over-development, intensive farming 
and climate change.
Last month, a study by the Royal 
Botanic Gardens Kew, the Natural 
History Museum in London and the 
International Union for Conservation 
of Nature suggested more than 20 per 
cent of the world’s plant species are 
threatened with extinction. The team 
hope that linking the disappearance 
of biodiversity to a threat to economic 
stability will act as a ‘wake-up call’.
Caroline Spelman, the new UK 
environment secretary, believes the 
country has a key role in bringing 
other countries together to agree on 
action.
In an interview with the Independent 
on Sunday she warned: “We are 
losing species hand over fist. I would 
be negligent if I didn’t shout from the 
rooftops that we have a problem; that 
the loss of species will cost us money 
and it will undermine our resilience 
in the face of scientific and medical 
research. We are losing information 
that we cannot recreate that we may 
need to save lives and to save the 
planet as we know it.”
The British government is hoping 
to use the current Nagoya meeting, 
working with Brazil, to push for an 
Supportive: Caroline Spelman, Britain’s new environment secretary, backs stronger biodiversity 
conservation measures. (Photo: Press Association.)
agreement among the 193 nations 
taking part, to share the benefits of 
biodiversity. Their plan is that regions 
rich in biodiversity, such as South 
America, Asia and Africa, receive the 
benefits enjoyed by the developed 
countries.
In many parts of the world, the 
survival of the natural environment is 
a crucial matter for the people who 
live there. Forests contribute directly 
to the livelihoods of 90 per cent of 
the 1.2 billion people living in extreme 
poverty. Half of the people in the 
developing world depend directly on 
forests, some estimates suggest.
“Biodiversity is where climate 
change was 20 years ago —  
people are still trying to 
 understand what it means and 
its significance.”
For many, ecological damage has 
already been done, with the loss 
of species and environments. The 
collapse of the Newfoundland cod 
fishery 20 years ago is thought, by 
some analyses, to have cost $2 billion 
and tens of thousands of jobs. 
Mangrove degradation in Pakistan is 
considered to have caused millions 
of dollars of damage to the fishing, 
farming and timber industries.
“The way we are doing things is 
not sustainable,” says Spelman. 
“Biodiversity is where climate change 
was 20 years ago — people are still 
trying to understand what it means and 
its significance. Things that we thought 
nature provided for free, actually if you 
lose them, cost money.”
Many believe that the breakthrough 
in getting governments to sign up to a 
new biological diversity agreement in 
Japan is the work of Teeb.
Part funded by the British, German 
and Norwegian governments, Sukhdev 
says: “We must all work towards 
making the meeting in Nagoya a 
decisive moment in history.”
“Mistakes have been made, well-
intended, about saying we are going 
to stop the loss of biodiversity within a 
decade. Scientists will tell you that is 
not possible,” Spelman said.
Many hope that policymakers can 
come up with a stronger framework 
than that hatched 20 years ago.
